My aim in this chapter
1 is to look at the way masculinity is constructed in conversational narrative, that is, in stories told in spontaneous conversation involving male friends. Narrative is an important resource for speakers in the construction of self (Bruner 1990; Kerby 1991; Linde 1993) . Telling stories not only allows us to give shape to our lives and to maintain our sense of self; it also allows us the possibility of exploring alternative selves. And given that the self is gendered (Benjamin 1990; Jukes 1993: xxiii) , then narrative is a key resource for speakers in the construction of gender.
The following extract is taken from a contemporary New Zealand song, a song written and sung by men, but which takes a critical look at contemporary masculinity.
This song sketches a meeting between two men, men who we are led to assume have been friends in the past. The men are portrayed as socially inept (they have trouble remembering each other's names), and they stick to platitudes and well-worn conversational routines. When one of them attempts to answer the question 'Where are you living now?' with an answer that involves self-disclosure rather than just bare facts, the other speaker quickly steers the talk back to the impersonal.
The song makes fun of masculine inarticulateness and inexpressivity -and I know from personal observation that it makes people laugh. The laughter seems to be the kind that arises from the shock of recognition, which suggests that this song contains some truth, however stereotyped its portrayal of male interaction.
In an attempt to find out whether the masculinity portrayed in the song corresponds in any way to the reality of men's lives today, and, more specifically, to try to get a better understanding of the way men talk to each other, I collected a corpus of all-male talk, consisting of 30 all-male conversations. These spontaneously occurring conversations were audio-recorded with the men's agreement and subsequently transcribed. Altogether the 30 conversations contain a total of 185 stories. Participants in all cases were friends: in other words, recordings were made of groups or pairs of men who had a well-established relationship.
The methodology employed in this research is an innovative form of participant observation: after contact was made with a group, they were asked to take responsibility for recording their conversations.
